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Bolivian coca growers, backed by the country's largest labor confederation (Central Obrero
Boliviano, COB), reached a preliminary agreement with President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada's
administration on Sept. 20 to resolve some of their demands, after a 22-day march to La Paz that the
government tried unsuccessfully to block. The march, which met with violent military and police
repression, was undertaken to protest militarization of the Chapare, Bolivia's major coca- growing
region, and to demand that the government honor earlier agreements with the growers.
Bolivia is the world's second-largest grower of coca leaf, used to produce cocaine. There are 30,000
hectares under coca cultivation in the Chapare region 500 kms. southeast of the capital which
provide a living for 70,000 campesino families. Coca leaf has been grown in Bolivia since preColombian times for traditional medicinal and religious purposes. Nevertheless, the explosion of
cocaine use has made the coca growers the focus of international attention, especially since the UN
Vienna Convention recognizes not only cocaine but the coca leaf itself as a mind-altering drug.
The Bolivian government also regards coca growing as a fundamental element in illegal drug
trafficking. As a result, government officials, along with the US Drug Enforcement Agency (DEA),
have had constant conflicts with the growers, who want the government and the international
community to accept the legitimate uses of coca leaf, such as coca tea and coca salves, which would
allow them to promote and market their product internationally. The growers say the coca dispute
is part of a larger picture that includes respect for traditional culture, plus recognition of extreme
poverty and high unemployment among Bolivian campesinos.
In a January 1994 agreement with the coca growers, President Sanchez de Lozada's government
did agree to promote alternative crops and to direct security forces to stop attacks on the growers
and refocus their operations to going after drug traffickers. However, the growers charge that
the police and the military have continued to harass them and to commit serious human rights
violations. "This government is doing just what the previous one did," said Jose Blanes, director of
the nongovernmental Bolivian Center of Interdisciplinary Studies. "It is focusing almost exclusively
on interdiction, following a policy established by the US Embassy."
In July, the government and the DEA launched a new offensive, dubbed Operation New Dawn,
aimed at wiping out 3,000 hectares of coca fields. The growers say that repression increased
considerably during the operation, leading to various protests by the growers. Consequently, on
Aug. 29 following numerous unsuccessful attempts to open negotiations with the government the
growers began a 600-km. march to the capital to draw public attention to their plight and present
their demands to the government. "We have to be able to continue to grow coca," said Moises
Aguilar, one of the leaders of the march, dubbed the Long march to La Paz. "We have come from
all over the country to resettle in the Chapare to try to escape drought and misery in other regions
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of the country. In the Chapare everything grows well, and at least there we have enough to eat and
can pay for clothing and other necessities." Aguilar also scoffed at government attempts at crop
substitution. "They plant pineapple in one little area, enough for ten families and that's all," said
Aguilar. "And the rest of the people? What about all the rest?"
The marchers faced police and military repression even before they set out on their journey. While
they were still assembling in the village of Villa Tunari, security forces attacked the demonstrators,
arresting 50 march participants. Among those arrested was Evo Morales, one of the organizers of
the protest action. The police again attacked the marchers as they neared the city of Cochabamba,
and at that point the government forbade the march to continue. However, the marchers defied the
government ban and set out once more for La Paz. After another confrontation as they were leaving
Cochabamba, the marchers were forced to make the journey over mountain trails rather than on
the main highway to avoid contact with the police and military. When the growers finally neared
La Paz, government officials decided not to forcibly prevent the 4,000 marchers from entering the
capital, allowing the protestors to file into the city on Sept. 19. In fact, given the attention drawn to
the march, President Sanchez de Lozada buckled under to public pressure and opened negotiations
to resolve the growers demands just shortly before the protestors reached the capital.
The talks included the Minister of Labor, Reynaldo Peters; Evo Morales, representing the coca
growers; Oscar Salas, executive secretary of the COB union confederation; and representatives of
the Catholic Church, the armed forces, the national police, and the press. A preliminary agreement
was announced on Sept. 20, which was later touted as "a genuinely Bolivian" anti-drug strategy. The
agreement calls for international cooperation in the fight against drug addiction and drug trafficking
and commits Bolivia to cooperate in that struggle. However, it also calls for a national debate to
consider the legalization of coca leaf, and to discuss other aspects of the coca-cocaine problems that
could lead to a modification of Bolivia's Law 1008, which regulates coca and controlled substances.
In addition, the government promised to respect human rights, and it drew a clear distinction
between coca growers and drug traffickers. In response, campesino representatives began meeting
on Sept. 21 to discuss the agreements reached with the government and to evaluate unresolved
issues. Since the agreement did not include the withdrawal of the military from the Chapare
nor end Operation New Dawn, the danger of renewed conflict continues. There was also little
progress in addressing the continued opposition to the presence of US military and DEA agents in
Bolivia. Following the meetings in La Paz, the commander in chief of the armed forces, Gen. Moises
Shiriqui, expressed appreciation for US assistance in combatting drug trafficking, but said it was
time that the Bolivian military took over planning the operations.
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